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Reviewing a Third-Graders Room-Tidying Essay

The sample below, about four hundred and twenty words, is by a third grader
titled The Dinosaur on the Shelf. Paragraph by paragraph: bright spots can be

memorized and reused, soft spots come with fixes.

Paragraph one: on Saturday mom went to work, and I looked at the messy room and
thought, I will give mom a surprise. Comment: one sentence covers time, cause, and
purpose, clean. The soft spot is the word messy being too vague; change it to 1

kicked a sock on the floor before finding the door, and vague becomes a picture.

Paragraph two: on my desk the eraser was missing, the pencil case sat with its

mouth open, homework and books piled into a small mountain, and a juice stain on the
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test paper looked like a cloud. Comment: the brightest paragraph. The pencil case
with its mouth open is a precise personification, and the juice cloud shows careful
observation; both worth stealing. Note that small mountain repeats with the book pile

later, so change the later wording.

Paragraph three: I carried all the books onto the bed, wiped them clean one by
one, arranged them by size, and put them back on the shelf. I was a little tired but
very happy. Comment: this paragraph takes a shortcut. Carry, wipe, arrange, place,
four verbs crammed into one sentence, none opened up, and tired but happy is empty
talk. Fix: split wiped clean into one concrete action, like rubbing the juice stain
off the storybook cover with my sleeve, remembering it was spilled last week. Delete

tired but happy; replace it with me pounding my back twice when I straightened up.

Paragraph four: mom came back, looked at the room, smiled, and said what a
sensible child. My heart was sweeter than honey. Comment: the smile happens only once
with no process, the most common flaw in third-grade essays. Fix: let mom miss it
first. Changing shoes, she steps on a paper, picks it up and finds the dinosaur
drawing, then looks up at the shelf where books sit by size, and she freezes two
seconds before smiling. Delete sweeter than honey; replace it with me snatching the

drawing back from her hand and taping it to the drawer.

Paragraph five: mom smiled, and I am really sensible. Comment: the ending copies
the title and the theme one time each, a word-count trick. Fix: delete both sentences
and stop on the snatching—and-taping action. The title was already finished in

paragraph four, and the theme sensible can be said by the reader alone.

Overall, the essay shines in metaphor and observation, and sags in unopened verbs
and a smile with no process. Slow down paragraph three, add the two—second freeze in

paragraph four, and it climbs from passing to excellent.
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